Abstract-The purpose of this study is to define what eLearning consists of, its characteristics and the various barriers to it for SMEs and to verify, through a multiple case study, the extent to which Atlantic Canadian SMEs face the same barriers than larger organizations when they want to use e-Learning. The purpose of the study is also to present the different approaches, such as determine an overall learning strategy, develop a culture more conducive to eLearning and upgrade the technological skills of the employees, that small and medium-sized businesses can use if they want to make a successful transition from traditional training to e-Learning to train their employees.
INTRODUCTION
Globalization, existing and emerging technological and organizational innovations, along with financial constraints and the tendency to reduce human resources, encourage a revision and even a major transition of organizations towards the use of technologies regarding the training aspect. The e-Learning, due to its numerous advantages, is gaining in popularity in recent years and is poised to replace training provided in class by an instructor. So, training provided in class by an instructor, which is called conventional training, is being replaced more and more by e-Learning in large businesses. Furthermore, the links between training, competitiveness and economic development intensify. To this end, Ref. [1] considers that in the knowledge-based economies, the investments of a company in training and the update of skills are one of the key elements of growth. According to this organization, small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) need to exploit e-Learning to address their training needs and this in order to ensure their growth and survival. However, SMEs remain reluctant about the use of e-Learning. For what reasons? Is it because barriers in the adoption of e-Learning are insurmountable for them or because they do not know where to begin?
In Atlantic Canada, SMEs, which are defined as businesses having less than 500 employees, represent the majority of businesses and they also create the majority of jobs [2] . Due to their great flexibility and adaptability, they represent the sector of the economy that has the greatest growth rate and that creates the most employment [3; 4] . They are considered as the foundation of economic development [3; 5] . Therefore, it is important to know if the barriers that SMEs encounter when they want to use e-Learning are insurmountable or if they just do not know where to begin.
The purpose of this study is two-fold. After having identified what is e-Learning, based on a survey of the documentation on the issue, the first objective is to determine, through a case study, the barriers encountered by SMEs in Atlantic Canada in order to use e-Learning. The second step is to present the different approaches that small and medium-sized businesses can use if they want to make a successful transition from traditional training to e-Learning to train their employees.
II. THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Although the adoption of e-Learning technology for purposes of workplace training and human resource development is rapidly growing in large organisations, both private and public, and to a lesser extent in SMEs [6; 7] , the practitioner literature shows different definitions of eLearning and that there are barriers in using e-Learning for enterprises and more particularly for SMEs.
A. Definition of e-Learning in the workplace
In the absence of a clear and common definition of eLearning, along with the presence of related terminology such as "computer-based training" and "distance learning", conceptual ambiguity and problems of comparability can be encountered when this concept is used for research on workplace training [8; 9] . The definitions most often provided link learning activities and technologies. In this line of thought, Ref. [10] defines e-Learning as basically using the Internet, intranet, extranet, or other Web technologies to provide training to individuals in a synchronous or asynchronous mode, while for Ref. [11] , it is defined as "the use of computer network technology, primarily over or through the Internet, to deliver information and instruction to individuals". A report by the American Commission on Technology and Adult Learning [12] states that "e-Learning is instructional content or learning experiences delivered or enabled by electronic technology". The Conference Board of Canada's [13] workplace e-Learning report provides that "e-Learning uses information and communication technologies (ICTs) to deliver content (learning, knowledge and skills) on a one-way (asynchronous) or two-way (synchronous) basis". Ref. [14] defines e-Learning as "the ability to deliver training and education via Web technology". It is meant to improve training by providing current content anytime, anywhere, and offering learners a customized, interactive, just-in-time experience. For Ref. [15] , e-Learning comprises all training activities that use Web technologies. E-learning typologies that combine certain characteristics or criteria have also been developed by some authors [9] . Those characteristics most often used are: time, place, access and support, technology (development and delivery), interaction, personalisation and control [10; 16; 17] .
B. Barriers to e-Learning in SMEs
Barriers to e-Learning as a method of training for learners, both for businesses and educational institutions, have been identified by various studies. For example, Ref. [18] , mentions that the main barriers to the use of eLearning in Canada are learners and technical infrastructure. Among other barriers mentioned by Ref. [18] , we find the lack of knowledge towards e-Learning, the accessibility, the lack of commitment from senior management, the lack of quality courses, the development costs and the priorities of investment. According to Ref. [19] , the bandwidth, the access to the Internet, the reluctance of the employees to use the technologies, the lack of investment on the part of companies in technology and the lack of university-level courses and non-academic relevant to the needs of businesses are still barriers to eLearning. In addition to the lack of relevant courses, the reluctance of employees and the lack of expertise or technical capacity of these as barriers to e-Learning, Ref. [20] refers to the lack of realism of businesses towards what eLearning can and cannot do. The barriers facing companies when they want to use e-Learning are summarized in Table 1 .
III. RESEARCH METHODS
Given the present state of knowledge on e-Learning in SMEs, the method used for this article includes a census of the literature on e-Learning combined with a qualitative and exploratory research approach, i.e. multiple case studies. The literature census covers more specifically what e-Learning consists of and its barriers. The case study method is well adapted in situations where theoretical propositions are few and field experience is still limited [39] . A multiple-site case study allows one to understand the particular context and evolution of each firm with regard to e-Learning. Sixteen SMEs located in the Atlantic region of Canada were studied, that is, four in each of the provinces of New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland, selected to be sufficiently successful (at least 10 years in business) and representative in terms of industry and size, for theoretical generalization purposes. These manufacturing SMEs stem from various sectors, such as: textile, oil and gas, pulp and paper and processed food sector. Following North American research [5; 40] , a small enterprise (SE) is defined as having 20 to 99 employees, whereas a medium-sized enterprise (ME) has 100 to 499.
Data were collected through semi-structured taperecorded interviews, ranging approximately two hours each, with the owner-manager or CEO and with the firm's HR manager or manager responsible for training. e-Learning users were also interviewed in four cases. Interview transcripts were then coded and analyzed following Ref. [41] prescriptions with the assistance of the Atlas.ti application. 
Course and course content
Determine the purpose of the course: learning through technology or learn technology [32] . Determine the course content and the order of presentation of content [33; 34] . Align the objectives of the course with the course content and assessments [23; 29] . Choose the method of training (an active method, which allows the learner to construct their learning, and have access to a teacher if necessary, is a better method than an affirmative one) [28; 30] . Determine the duration and cost [23; 29; 35 ]. Lack of university-level courses and non-academic relevant to businesses [19] . 
Environment
The political, social and economic forces which may influence the choice of courses offered, the quality of courses and the place [31] .
Costs
Costs (infrastructure, development and / or purchase of course) required to support e-Learning [37, 38] .
For reasons of confidentiality, fictitious names of individuals and firms participating in the study were used. As presented in the research results section, these firms range in size from 60 to 485 employees and operate in industries whose technological intensity varies from low to high. All export except for one firm (M). The SMEs were regrouped in four e-Learning profiles of increasing intensity, based on the extent of their awareness and use of eLearning (none, weak, average, strong).
IV. RESEARCH RESULTS
The majority of SMEs who participated in the study are quite aware of e-Learning and offer definitions that closely resemble those that are found in the literature. As indicated in Table 2 , while the e-Learning concept is fairly well known by the majority of SMEs studied, it remains to be defined for some.
A detailed study of SMEs stated knowledge about eLearning and their use of it enables us to qualify their level of use. This analysis also provides for categorizing SMEs into four distinct profiles of e-Learning users. There are SMEs that use e-Learning a great deal (strong use), those that use it quite a bit (average use), those that don't use it much (weak use), and those that don't use it at all (non-existent use) as indicated in Table 3 . SMEs encounter some barriers when they want to use eLearning as a means of training. Even SMEs who rarely or never use e-Learning are aware that certain barriers may be encountered with e-Learning.
A. Perceived barriers of e-Learning by SMEs
The barrier which is most often quoted, in fact it is mentioned by all SMEs interviewed, is the one connected with the bandwidth, which is part of the accessibility. The capacity to download e-Learning courses is not available because the required bandwidth is not always available in the workplace or in regions where employees reside. This problem is illustrated by the comments of Gérôme, who says: « The bandwidth is insufficient. It takes an eternity to download an e-mail, forget videos and other sophisticated things. It would be difficult to administer training of this style with the system such as it operates at present. By the time a course would be online, the employees would have left home » (G:181-186). In addition, some SMEs do not have a training room equipped with the necessary equipment for this type of training, and some employees do not have a computer at home.
Another barrier mentioned by the majority of SMEs is the level of knowledge of employees towards computers. There are several employees whose level of knowledge is not sufficient or still, they have no interest in computers.
1 Nota: In Table 3 , a "strong" use means that the business regularly uses e-learning to train its employees. An "average" use means that the business has developed at least two courses in e-learning format and that the production employees must take these courses. A "weak" use means that only few employees use it in the business and a "non-existent" use means that the business does not use e-learning to train its employees and that they do not use it to develop their knowledge. The barriers cited by SMEs in the use of e-Learning are illustrated in Table 4 . These barriers, as shown in Table 5 , can be grouped into broad categories, namely: lack of access to computers or the Internet, the lack of training and support both for SMEs and for the employees, lack of knowledge on the courses and content relevant to the needs of SMEs including false expectations of SMEs as to what e-Learning can and cannot do, the level of interaction, the cost of purchases or development and the learner himself. The barriers faced by SMEs are similar to those found in the review of the literature. Therefore, in order for e-Learning to be a viable and feasible solution for all SMEs, we must eliminate, or at least alleviate some of these barriers. Activities to promote e-Learning, at all levels of the organization, have to be undertaken. The different approaches presented below to make a successful transition from traditional training to e-Learning are a start in that direction.
B. Successful approaches for transition
Ref. [1] considers that in the knowledge-based economies, the investment of a company in the training and update of the employees' skills are some of the key elements of growth. According to this organization, SMEs need to exploit the e-Learning to address their training needs in order to ensure their growth and survival. Ref. [42] and Ref. [43] mention more or less the same thing, and for the latter, e-Learning has to be part of the development of businesses in order to ensure their sustainability.
However, according to Ref. [37] and Ref. [38] , if we want businesses to use e-Learning, barriers in using eLearning need to be removed or at least reduced. In addition, a culture more favourable to e-Learning, in addition to the benefits associated with it, encourages companies to use e-Learning [19] . Therefore, the approaches to incite SMEs to use e-Learning must include both actions to develop a culture more conducive to e-Learning and actions to remove or reduce barriers in using e-Learning.
According to Ref. [44] , if companies want to position themselves so that they can compete on a global scale, they will need better skilled employees and in order to achieve this, they will need to embark on a culture change towards training. Moreover, the culture change must be transmitted and adopted by all stakeholders, i.e. by SMEs, the various players in economic development and society in general. It is critical for an organization to determine what the overall learning strategy of the company is. The SME has to determine exactly what it is trying to accomplish with e-Learning [49] . Learning strategies need to be well thought out, carefully implemented, and most importantly, they must satisfy the wider business needs and goals. The importance of getting learning strategies right is at the core of e-Learning approval by SMEs and employees [42, 50] . The firm must see e-Learning as a tool rather than a panacea [49] . Karen illustrates indeed the need for a learning strategy. As previously mentioned, in addition to actions in developing a culture more conducive to e-Learning, actions should be undertaken to remove or reduce barriers in using e-Learning if we want to encourage SMEs to use eLearning. To this end, various actions including the upgrading of employees' skills in technology in general and the e-Learning, offering technical support, the development of a toolbox, and the increase in bandwidth in some regions must be undertaken.
Among the factors that discourage SMEs and employees from using the e-Learning, we find the lack of knowledge towards this one and of the technology [51] . Even though communication is not as such a barrier to the use of e-Learning, it seems that the communication between SMEs and economic development agencies is not what it should be. Indeed, SMEs are under the impression that the agencies do not know their needs and that the programs they offer are not fitted to their needs. These problems are not directly related to e-Learning, but would have an impact on how SMEs can fulfill their needs. They could possibly be mitigated through various outreach initiatives emanating from the economic development agencies via an action plan.
V. CONCLUSION
There currently exist strong incentives, whether technological, economical, productivity or prosperity, for the SMEs to use technologies in everything that is related to training. In fact, the recent technological advances, along with a reduction of their costs allow them to reconsider training more easily and the method of offering this training.
An increasing number of SMEs in Atlantic Canada are aware of e-Learning and use it to train their employees. During this study, three quarters of the SMEs participating in the study use e-Learning, to various degrees, to train their employees. However, they face many barriers when they want to use e-Learning and these barriers are the same as those which larger organizations are facing, namely: the lack of access to computers or the Internet, the lack of training and support for both SMEs and employees, the lack of knowledge on the courses and content relevant to the needs of SMEs including false expectations of SMEs as to what e-Learning can and cannot do, the level of interaction, the cost of purchases or development and the learner himself. The culture toward learning and e-Learning is also a barrier.
A number of pre-requisites could constitute the core of an action plan to address these barriers and ensure that the transition from traditional training to e-Learning is a success and further enable e-Learning in SMEs. The first pre-requisite is the need to develop an e-Learning culture within the organization, where managers and employees are truly motivated and committed to using e-Learning because they believe it is essential to their individual development and their organisation's development. This implies greater awareness and promotion of e-Learning's value through the dissemination of knowledge among SMEs as to the nature, possibilities and advantages of eLearning for workplace training, and as to the supply and appropriateness of e-Learning services and products available. A second pre-requisite is the need to lower the present barriers to the efficient and effective use of eLearning by SMEs. This implies that employees possess the computer knowledge and skills required to use eLearning effectively, and that they be provided with computers and e-Learning software that are user-friendly and appropriate to the task at hand. This also implies better management and technical support of employees with regard to e-Learning, support which was found lacking in a number of SMEs. Champions must also be identified, inside and outside of SMEs, to promote e-Learning. Last but not the least, learning strategies have to be developed to satisfy business needs and goals.
Governments, economic development agencies, universities and society in general also have a role to play in this transition from traditional training to e-Learning, which is to develop a culture more conducive to training and e-Learning as well as to facilitate access to eLearning in order to ensure the growth and survival of SMEs.
